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For more
information on
water rights please
contact the
Ecology office

nearest you.

Southwest
Regional Office
PO Box 47775
Olympia WA 98504
(360) 407-6300

Northwest Regional
Office

3190-160th Ave. SE
Bellevue WA 98008
(425) 649-7000

Central Regional
Office

15 W Yakima Ave.
#200

Yakima WA 98902
(509) 575-2490

Eastern Regional
Office

N. 4601 Monroe
Spokane WA 99205
(509) 329-3400

Headquarters
P.O. Box 47600
Olympia, WA
98504-7600
(360) 407-6600

Use of Terms for Water Rights

ﬁ from Ecology’s Water Resources Program

The Department of Ecology’s water resources program has developed Policy 1040, “Use of Terms
that Clarify Relationships Between Water Rights.” This policy will provide guidance to
department staff regarding the administration of water rights that share specific elements such as
purposes of use, points of diversion or withdrawal, and/or places of use. Staff will continue to
work closely with applicants when processing water rights. Clarification is provided below about
the terms primary, supplemental, alternate, standby/reserve, additive, non-additive and source.

Background

Ecology staff issue water right documents with terms intended to describe the relationship between
water rights that share purpose/place of use, or points of diversion or withdrawal. Primary,
supplemental and other terms such as alternate, standby, back-up, reserve, etc. have been widely
used by the department. However, the use of these terms has not been consistent between
Ecology’s regional offices across the state, owing in part to the difference in the primary uses of
water in Eastern and Western Washington (e.g. irrigation vs. municipal).

This policy provides definitions and directions for use of these long-standing terms. The policy
will provide direction to staff such as when reviewing water system planning documents. It also
will provide direction to staff when updating existing water right records and when issuing new
water rights. Consistent use of these terms by Ecology staff and water right holders will provide a
foundation for better administration of water rights.

Defining Terms

The following new definitions will be used to provide a better understanding of the relationships
between water rights.

Additive: A water right for annual and/or instantaneous quantities of water that are added to an
existing water right.

Alternate: A water right that can be used either, instead of, or simultaneously with, another water
right. Alternate rights authorize a substitute point of diversion or withdrawal under a second water
right to meet or augment an existing water right. The water user is allowed to determine which
right to use. An alternate water right generally does not have an annual quantity that is additive to
other water rights, and can have an instantaneous quantity that is either additive or non-additive,
depending on the needs of the project. Alternate water rights are typically associated with the
purpose of use by municipal water suppliers.

Non-additive: A water right for annual and/or instantaneous quantities of water that does not
increase available water in existing water rights.

Primary water right: The water right that must be used to the fullest possible extent before a
standby or reserve water right can be exercised.

Standby/Reserve: A water right that only can be used when the primary water right goes unfilled
or cannot satisfy an authorized use during droughts or other times when stream flows are low.
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Supplemental: A water right designation formerly used to describe the relationship between water rights.
Historically, the term has been used to refer to rights now that will be described as additive, standby/reserve,
alternate, or non-additive.

The term supplemental has been used most broadly, indicating that permitted annual water use was increased, the
maximum rate of use was increased, and/or that an additional source was allowed — either simultaneously or
when the original water source was inadequate.

Please Note: To avoid further confusion, the term supplemental will not longer be used on future water right
authorizations.

The following list provides a comparison between Ecology’s previous use of the term supplemental and how the
new terms will be used.

Historical Meaning of Supplemental Replaced With

A water right that could be used only when the primary right was Standby / Reserve
unavailable, also called “emergency” in the past.

A water right that is used to “add” quantities, either an annual withdrawal | Additive (or Non-additive)
or an instantaneous withdrawal rate to another water right. Quantities may
be either additive or non-additive.

A water right that is intended to provide an additional point of diversion or | Alternative
withdrawal to the original water right for source flexibility.

For more information

All of the authorizing laws and regulations plus additional information about water rights can be found the
following on the Web site at: www.ecy.wa.gov/programs/wr/wrhome.htmi

To locate the regional office for your county, see the map below:
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If you need this publication in an alternate format, please call the Water Resources Program at (360) 407-6600.
Persons with hearing loss can call 711 for Washington Relay Service. Persons with a speech disability can call
(877) 833-6341.



